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Molding a Great Emperor and Re-explain Antiques:
Discussion on the Qianlong Emperor’s Recarving the
Stone Drums

Hou Yi-li
Department of Painting and Calligraphy
National Palace Museum

Abstract

The “Stone Drums’ was one of the few sets of surviving engraved stones from
China's revered Three Dynasties of antiquity and served as an important symbol for the
propagation of Confucian thought. In the 55" year of the Qianlong reign, corresponding to
1790 in the Qing dynasty, the Qianlong Emperor at the Chinese age of 80, he ordered the
remaining 310 decipherable characters to be assembled and rearranged into ten “Stone
Drum” poems and also engraved new set of “Stone Drums’. This study is an attempt to
explain how the Qianlong Emperor using recarving the Stone Drums and engraving the
Confucian classics to declare his authority on Chinese orthodoxy. Here are few sets of
drum-shaped studio objects and their forms and characters of these “ Stone Drums” vividly
express the features of archaism and innovation sought in the Qianlong era.

Keywords: the Qianlong Emperor, the Stone Drums, Chinese Orthodoxy, Archaism
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